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NIS EXPERIMENTS

NIS is a unique process that was developed by the Kettering Foundation
several years ago in response to the challenge of coordinating federal-
ism. It was based on what appeared to work in local problem solving
and what appeared to not work in the early experiments of the War on
Poverty. NIS includes a high-profile, short-time-scale process (4) in
which all the key decision makers and interest group leaders gather
together in one place in a series of face-to-face meetings and work
through an investment strategy.

Key parts of the NIS concept are as follows:

1.  An investment strategy. Program funds are all too frequently
applied to relieve the symptoms of a problem. If an effort is made first to
define the problems and needs and a resulting set of conditions is agreed
on, program monies (both public and private) can then be applied as
investments in achieving that set of conditions.

2.  A neutral facilitator. The availability of a trusted neutral facilita-
tor has been repeatedly identified as a key to cooperation among
diverse interests. Perhaps most important, it resolves the leadership
question by enabling the process to be conducted by someone who will
not subsequently be a factor in local political contests.

3.  Development of negotiating teams. The process basically em-
braced the concept of Roger Fisher's Single Text Negotiation (5). Single
text negotiation starts by pulling individual interests together into
group proposals and disparate group proposals into one structure for
point-by-point consideration. The process quickly brings a chaotic set
of issues into a manageable context.

4.  Face-to-face discussions. Studies of implementation [e.g., work by
Wildavsky and Pressman (6)] illustrate the low success of programs that
require sequential review and approval processes. Having key decision
makers work through a set of issues face-to-face at one time makes a
discernable difference.

5.  Signed agreement. A signed agreement not only makes commit-
ments clear, but provides an opportunity for celebration of achievement.
Scholars who study consensus building frequently cite celebration as the
most important step in long-term success.

NIS was initiated as an experiment in 1979 in St. Paul, Minnesota;
Columbus, Ohio; and Gary, Indiana by the District Five Federal Re-